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Chapter One

I swept the flashlight beam across the empty office space. The ugly brown carpet was crisscrossed with deep grooves, all that remained of what had once been a room full of cubicles. A tangle of white cords sat in the corner beside a backless chair. I stepped into the room and immediately sneezed, as a cloud of dust rose from the carpet.

I tucked the heavy flashlight under my arm to fish a tissue from my pocket. I had been doing the job for over two months, and my allergies still had not settled. Spending five nights a week surrounded by mold, mildew, and dust, it was a miracle I could function at all.

The building, Harborview Office Tower, had stood empty for over a decade. It was owned by the city, but as usual, they were in no hurry to renovate or tear it down. In the meantime, my company was contracted to do night security.

Usually, Marcus and I worked the night shift together, but he had called in sick with the flu. I remembered my supervisor's warning: "Just walk the floors every three hours, Renee. Call if anything happens. Otherwise, just keep the place secure."

I glanced down at my watch as I walked. The face glowed a soft blue in the darkness: 1:03 AM. Two more rounds to go before my shift ended at 7. I sighed and stepped into what had once been a corner office.

Deep grooves in the carpet marked where there had once been a large desk. The chair leaned against the wall, its fake leather upholstery cracked and peeling. I ran my flashlight over the walls and drop ceiling. The water spot over the window was spreading. Outside, a flash of lightning briefly illuminated the downtown Baltimore skyline.

I headed back to the stairwell. One more floor and then I could go back to the empty office we used as a security station. To my thermos full of lukewarm coffee and half-finished crossword puzzle. I pulled open the door to the stairs and let it fall closed behind me.

My footsteps echoed off the concrete as I climbed to the eighth floor. I gripped the metal handle and twisted while I threw my weight against the door. There was a brief grinding sound before the door swung open. I flinched back as something flew past my face. I laughed shakily as I realized it was just a loose piece of paper.

Then the oddness of that hit me. Why was there paper blowing around? I stepped out of the stairwell to frown around. A cool breeze snuck beneath the collar of my jacket. Was a window open somewhere?

I shone my flashlight across the large open space. More papers swirled in the air, caught in a breeze that should not exist. The beam caught plastic sheeting flapping wildly in the far corner. I pulled my jacket tighter around me and started walking toward the movement.

Lightning flashed, briefly illuminating the entire floor. Thunder followed almost immediately, close enough to rattle the windows in their frames. I kept my flashlight beam steady on the source of the draft. As I got closer, I could see the plywood boards that had once covered the window scattered on the floor. The door slammed shut behind me and I bit back a scream.

I clutched my chest for a moment before I laughed weakly. I turned back to the broken window. Rain blew in horizontally, soaking the industrial carpet. Cautiously, I stepped closer to the window, my boots squelching in the water-logged carpet. The storm raged outside, but here in the deserted office, it felt...

The fine hairs rose on the back of my neck. I whipped around, shining my flashlight around the room. The shadows felt deeper, darker. Too thick for my flashlight to penetrate. I squinted.

Lightning flashed again, illuminating the room. In that split second, I caught movement from the corner of my eye. Not the shifting shadows I was used to, but something solid and deliberate.

I jerked toward it, my heart pounding. "Hello? Is someone there?"

Nothing. Just the plastic sheeting whipping in the wind and the storm. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. I was letting the darkness and solitude get to me. I turned back to the uncovered window.

The wood was useless, but maybe I could do something with the plastic sheet. I took a step forward and reached for it. A soft sound—barely audible above the storm—made me pause. Something rasped across the carpet behind me. My mouth went dry as I slowly turned.

Lightning flashed. In that split second, I saw two red eyes shining in the darkness. I gasped and took a step back.

"Your heart is beating so fast," a voice said. It was deep and raspy, disturbingly pleasant. “Are you afraid?"

"Of course not," I said.

I slowly pulled the tazer from my belt holster, keeping it low by my side. The familiar weight helped ground me as my mind raced. A squatter, maybe high on something? But those eyes... No drug I knew made eyes reflective like that.

"You need to leave. This is private property." My flashlight wavered as I tried to make out the shape in the darkness.

I caught a glimpse of black, shiny feathers as something massive moved in the corner.

"Is it?" the voice responded, sounding amused.

Another flash of lightning, another glimpse—something tall, with an inhuman silhouette that seemed to absorb the light around it.

"What are you?" I whispered, finger hovering over the tazer's trigger.

There was a moment of silence, and then, "I hear scratching in the basement. Rats. No other humans, though. Are you here all alone?" The question hung in the air, predatory and calculating.

A chill ran down my spine. I suddenly realized how isolated I was. Eight floors up, alone in an abandoned building during a storm, with whatever this thing was. My cell phone was in my jacket pocket, but what good would that do me?

"N-no. Answer my question!" My voice rose slightly, betraying my fear.

Lightning flashed again, illuminating the room for a split second. I saw long fingers tipped with wicked talons, a sharp, hooked beak, and those glowing red eyes fixed directly on me. I felt the blood drain from my face.

"Feisty," the voice dropped lower, appreciative. "I like that."

The creature straightened to its full height and took a step forward. I registered its size with rising panic. Even stooped over, its head brushed the ceiling. As it approached, my flashlight illuminated more and more of it. A broad body covered in glossy black feathers and massive wings that dragged along the floor behind it.

"Stay back!" I warned, raising the tazer with trembling hands.

It took a step closer, its huge, taloned feet making no sound on the dusty floorboards.

"Or what?" it asked, sounding genuinely amused.

My heart thudded in my chest, pounding so loud I wondered if the creature could hear it.

It audibly inhaled, and let out a pleased hum that made my skin crawl. "You smell divine..." It took another step closer.

"Good enough to eat..." It lunged suddenly.

My finger squeezed the tazer trigger as I stumbled backward. The creature faltered mid-leap, and a pained screech tore through the air as it crashed to the floor. The sound was like nothing I had ever heard—part bird cry, part human scream.

I clutched my flashlight in a death grip and ran for the stairwell. Behind me, I heard furious wing beats and another screech that echoed through the empty floor.

I ripped open the stairwell door so hard it slammed into the wall behind it, but I did not pause. I tripped down the stairs, missing half the steps and falling as much as I was running. The furious screams reverberated off the concrete wall, so loud I could not hear anything else. Each landing felt miles long.

When I reached the ground floor, I burst through the door into the hallway. I ran toward the room we used as a makeshift guard station. My shaking hands fumbled the handle for precious seconds and I mentally cursed myself. I finally got the door open and lunged across the room, grabbing my bag from the desk before running again.

The yawning empty darkness of the lobby flew past me in a blur. I sprinted across it, fumbling with my keys at the front entrance. My hands shook so badly that I dropped them twice before I managed to unlock the door.

Wind and rain slapped my face the moment I burst outside. I gasped for breath, already shivering as the rain soaked me in seconds. Even as my mind screamed at me to flee, I whipped around and locked the door before I gave in. I did not stop until I reached my car.


Chapter Two

I jerked awake, bolting upright in bed and reaching for a weapon that was not there. Sweat soaked my sheets and my heart pounded so hard I could feel it in my throat. Afternoon sunlight streamed through my blinds, throwing prison bar shadows across my bedroom floor. I pressed a hand to my forehead and willed my breathing to slow down. The red eyes from my nightmare lingered, burned into my memory like an afterimage.

"It was just a bad dream," I whispered to the empty room.

But the ache in my legs from running down all those stairs was not a dream. Neither was the soreness in my shoulder from slamming into the stairwell door or the raw scrapes on my palms from when I had fallen on the concrete stairs. I had barely made it home last night, driving through the storm on autopilot, my hands shaking so badly I could hardly grip the steering wheel.

I swung my legs over the side of the bed, wincing as my sore muscles protested. The digital clock on my nightstand read 4:37 PM. I'd slept for almost nine hours but felt like I had not slept at all. My uniform lay in a soggy heap by the bathroom door where I had dropped it before collapsing into bed.

My phone buzzed on the nightstand. I stared at it for a moment before reaching over. Three missed calls from work. Two text messages from my supervisor, Keith. The most recent one read: Renee, need confirmation you're coming in tonight. Call me ASAP.

Reality crashed down on me like a physical weight. Tonight. I was supposed to go back to that building tonight. Back to whatever was waiting for me on the eighth floor.

"No way," I muttered, dropping the phone onto the rumpled sheets. "No fucking way."

I stood up and shuffled to the bathroom, avoiding my reflection in the mirror as I turned on the shower. I cranked the hot water as high as it would go and stepped under the spray, letting it pound against my aching shoulders. Steam filled the small bathroom, and I closed my eyes, trying to wash away the memories of last night.

But I could not scrub away those glowing red eyes. That voice. Good enough to eat.

I shut off the water and stepped out, wrapping a towel around myself. I wiped condensation from the mirror and finally forced myself to look at my reflection. Dark circles shadowed my eyes. My brown skin looked dull and ashen. I leaned closer, half expecting to see some fundamental change in my face after what I had experienced. But it was just me – the same Renee Carter, 38 years old, divorced, exhausted, and now possibly losing her mind.

In the kitchen, I made coffee with shaking hands, spilling grounds across the counter. As the coffee brewed, I stared at the pile of bills on my small kitchen table. The red "FINAL NOTICE" stamp on my electric bill seemed to glow just like those eyes. The property taxes on the house I had inherited from Dad were due next month. My alimony payments from Derek had stopped three months ago when he lost his job, and my lawyer said fighting it would cost more than I would get back.

I could not afford to lose this security job. Two months was not long enough to qualify for unemployment if I quit.

"But I can't go back there," I said to the empty kitchen. My voice sounded hollow, unconvincing.

I picked up my phone and opened the browser. What exactly was I supposed to search for? "Bird monster Baltimore"? "Creatures with red eyes"? I typed "humanoid bird mythology" and scrolled through the results. Harpies. Tengu. Garuda. Nothing that matched what I had seen.

My phone rang in my hand, Keith's name flashing on the screen. I took a deep breath and answered.

"Hello?"

"Renee, where have you been? I've been trying to reach you all day." Keith's voice was tight with irritation.

"Sorry, I was asleep. I didn't get much rest after my shift." That much, at least, was true.

"Yeah, well, we've got a situation." Keith's voice shifted from annoyed to professional. "We got a call from the city this morning. That storm last night broke some windows on the upper floor. There's water damage. They need a full incident report."

I gripped the phone tighter. "A window? On which floor?"

"Eighth floor, corner office. You see anything during your rounds?"

My mind raced. I could tell him everything – the broken window, the creature with the glowing eyes, the way it had lunged at me – but I already knew how that conversation would go. I would be written up at best, fired and sent for a psych evaluation at worst.

"No," I lied. "I mean, I did my rounds at 1 AM, but I didn't check that particular office."

A pause. I could almost hear the suspicion in his silence.

"Renee, your job is to check every floor, every office, every three hours. That's the entire point of the rounds."

"I know, I just..." I swallowed hard. "I wasn't feeling well last night. The storm was making me anxious. I might have rushed through that final round."

Another pause. "Look, you're new, so I'm cutting you some slack. But Sentinel Security has had that city contract for fifteen years. I need reliable people."

"I understand."

"Good. Incident report form is in the desk drawer at the guard station. I need it filled out by end of shift tonight. And Renee?"

"Yes?"

"Don't skip any rooms tonight." The line went dead.

I lowered the phone, my heart hammering. He did not believe me. But at least I still had a job – for now.

I opened my closet and stared at my spare uniform hanging neatly on its hanger. The idea of putting it on made me feel sick. But the alternative was worse: no job, no income, no house. I would end up moving back in with my sister in California, admitting that I had failed. Again.

"It was probably just some homeless person," I said aloud, trying to convince myself. "They broke in to escape the storm. They're long gone by now."

But homeless people did not have glowing red eyes or beaks or talons. They did not move like that. And they did not speak in voices that made your skin crawl.

I checked the time: 5:23 PM. My shift started at 7:00. I had just over an hour and a half to either get my shit together or call Keith back and quit. I opened my top dresser drawer and pushed aside my socks. The sleek black case lay exactly where I had left it after the divorce – Derek's parting gift, delivered with a smirk and a comment about Baltimore's crime rate. I flipped it open to reveal the compact 9mm handgun nestled in black foam.

I had never fired it outside of the shooting range where Derek had insisted on taking me. "Just in case," he had said. Well, maybe this was the "case" he'd been talking about.

I closed the case without taking the gun out. What was I thinking? That I would shoot an unknown creature in an empty city building? Even if it were self-defense, how would I explain that to the police? To Keith?

I rummaged through my kitchen drawers instead, finding extra batteries for my work flashlight. The heavy-duty metal one provided by Sentinel Security was already substantial – practically a weapon itself – but I had not thought to use it that way last night. Fear had short-circuited my brain. Tonight would be different. I would be prepared.

I laid out everything on my bed: uniform, extra batteries, pepper spray, pocket knife. Looking at the meager collection, I felt ridiculous. What was I preparing for exactly? To fight something I could not even identify?

My phone buzzed with a text from Keith: Maintenance fixed the window. Let me know when you arrive.

That settled it. I had to go back. Whatever had been there last night was probably gone now. Maintenance workers had been in the building during daylight hours. They had not reported seeing anything unusual. It was just an old building with bad wiring and my overactive imagination.

I got dressed slowly like I was putting on armor for battle. Each button on my uniform shirt felt like a small surrender. The weight of my duty belt around my waist was oddly comforting, though I doubted the standard-issue tazer would do much good if I encountered that thing again.

At 6:30, I stood in front of my bathroom mirror, hair pulled back into a tight bun, uniform crisp, expression neutral. I looked like someone in control. Someone who had not fled a building in terror just hours earlier.

"One night," I told my reflection. "Just get through one more night. Then you can figure out a better plan."

I grabbed my bag. The drive to Harborview Tower was mercifully short. Too short. Before I knew it, I was sitting in the parking lot, staring up at the dark silhouette of the building against the twilight sky. The storm had passed hours ago, leaving behind clear skies.

I leaned forward to peer through the windshield. Harborview Tower loomed dark and silent, and in the waning light, every window felt like an eye watching me. My hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly they ached.

Part of me hoped to see maintenance workers, city inspectors, anyone—but the parking lot was empty except for my car. The dashboard clock flipped to 6:52 PM. I was going to be late if I did not move now.

With a shaky exhale, I turned off the engine. In the sudden silence, I heard the wail of a distant siren. I grabbed my bag from the passenger seat and slung it over my shoulder. The weight of the extra batteries, the pepper spray, and the pocket knife were small comforts against whatever might lurk inside the building.

I opened the car door and stood. A cool breeze fluttered a loose curl against my temple and I shivered. I turned toward the building, adjusting the heavy-duty flashlight on my belt. Marcus would probably be back for the next shift. I could make it through one more night.


Chapter Three

I pushed open the door to our first-floor security station and swept my flashlight side to side. The small room was empty aside from the large desk and two folding chairs propped against the wall. I hurried across the room to flip on the camp lantern we used as a desk lamp. The harsh LED flooded the small room, highlighting the peeling wallpaper and water-stained ceiling tiles.

I dropped my bag on the metal desk with a solid thud. I pulled out my tazer, checking the charge indicator. Full. The familiar weight of my flashlight came next, my thumb testing the button twice. The beam was strong, batteries fresh.

I slid the pepper spray into my belt holster, fingers lingering on its smooth surface. Every precaution, every weapon within reach. I wiped my sweaty palms against my uniform pants and took a deep breath. Eighth floor first. Better to know than to wonder.

I clipped my radio to my belt and switched it on. Static crackled in the empty room. "CP to Base, beginning rounds," I said, using the proper radio procedure even though no one was listening. Marcus was still out sick. Keith was home in his bed. It was just me and whatever waited upstairs.

I stepped back into the hallway, letting the door swing shut behind me. The click of the latch seemed unnaturally loud in the silence. My flashlight beam was the only light cutting through the absolute darkness of the corridor, catching dust motes that swirled in the stale air.

My boots made soft shuffling sounds against the worn carpet, as I crossed the hall to the stairs. At the stairwell entrance, I hesitated, my hand on the push bar. Last night, the stairs had been my escape route as I fled in blind panic. Tonight, they would take me to whatever waited on the eighth floor. I swallowed hard and pushed the door open.

The stairwell was pitch black. I swept my flashlight up the concrete steps and began to climb. Each footstep echoed in the enclosed space. I kept my breathing steady and counted the landings as I passed. Three. Four. Five.

My hand stayed close to the tazer on my belt. Six. Seven. By the time I reached the eighth floor, my uniform shirt was damp with sweat despite the cool air.

I paused at the door, listening. Silence. I adjusted my grip on the flashlight, took a breath, and pushed the door open.

I paused in the doorway, flashlight beam cutting through the darkness. The repaired window was visible across the open space, plywood freshly installed over the broken glass. No plastic sheets flapping in the wind. No papers swirling in the air.

"Hello?" I called out, immediately regretting it.

No answer. I stepped out of the relative safety of the stairwell and let the door fall closed behind me. I checked the corner offices one by one, tazer in hand. Empty. All of them. Relief mixed with confusion as I finished my sweep of the floor. Had I imagined the whole thing? The scratches on my palms from my fall down the stairs said otherwise.

I headed back to the stairwell, still gripping my tazer tightly. The creature was not on the eighth floor, but that did not mean it was gone. Seven more floors to check. It could be anywhere, waiting in the darkness.

The seventh floor was clear. So was the sixth. I moved methodically, checking every corner, every shadow. I jumped at every sound—the building settling, the wind, water dripping somewhere on the floor above.

By the time I reached the fifth floor, my shoulders had begun to ache from the constant tension. There was nothing on that floor either. No sign of disturbance, no feathers, no glowing eyes in the darkness. Maybe the morning’s activity had scared it away. The fourth floor was clear, too.

My shoulders slumped. I told myself it was relief, but a small part of me felt disappointed. It was not like I wanted to see the monster again. Obviously. But now I would never figure out what it was.

I tromped down to the next floor and opened the door. The third-floor layout was different than most of the other floors. It had been a lawyer's office back in the day. Beyond the small lobby was a long hallway with offices branching off to either side. I made my way across the lobby and started down the corridor, sweeping my flashlight from door to door.

I held the tazer loosely at my side, not quite ready to put it away. The first few offices were empty—just the same abandoned desks and toppled chairs I had seen a hundred times before on my rounds. My footsteps were muffled by the carpet, the silence broken only by my breathing. I glanced at my watch: 7:48 PM. I was making good time.

I turned the corner into the main hallway, and my flashlight beam caught on something across the floor. A dark swath, like something had been dragged across the dusty carpet. I frowned and moved closer, crouching down to examine it. My mouth went dry as I followed the mark with my eyes, tracing the path toward one of the offices at the end of the hall.

I stood slowly, adjusting my grip on the tazer. The relief I had felt moments before evaporated, replaced by that familiar tightness in my chest. Someone or something had been here. It could have been the maintenance crew. Maybe, they had to check every floor while they were here.

It would make sense, but the fine hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I tightened my grip on the flashlight and forced myself to move forward, keeping close to the wall. The hallway seemed longer than before. The door where the marks ended was slightly ajar. A thin slice of deeper darkness against the shadows.

I stopped several feet away, listening. Silence. I squeezed my eyes closed, willing myself to push the door open. It was probably nothing. I could do this.

"Security,” I called out. “Anyone in there?"

No response. Just that heavy, waiting silence.

I aimed my flashlight at the gap in the door and took a step closer. Another. The marks on the carpet disappeared beneath the door. I took a deep breath and nudged the door with my foot. It swung open with a soft creak.

The beam of my flashlight caught a large desk, its surface covered in a thick layer of dust. The floor-to-ceiling blinds were drawn, blocking any ambient light from outside.

I stepped cautiously into the room, sweeping my flashlight across the empty space. Nothing under the desk. Nothing in the corner. The beam reflected off the glass of a framed diploma still hanging crookedly on the wall. I took another step inside, moving toward the desk.

The door slammed shut behind me.

I whirled around. The beam caught a mass of glossy black feathers. The creature stood against the wall, its massive form slowly unfolding to its full height, head brushing the ceiling. Those same red eyes glowed in the darkness, fixed directly on me.

My tazer was in my hand before I registered moving, aimed directly at its chest. "Stay back," I warned, my voice barely above a whisper.

"You came back," it said. "I wasn't sure you would."

I moved my flashlight over the monster, struggling to categorize it. Was it some kind of strange bird? A mutated human? It stood upright, but its arms were longer than its legs. Its legs bent backward in the same way as a bird, but its arms and wings were separate limbs.

The hand and foot I could see both held three long digits and a shorter thumb-like one, all covered in black scales and tipped with hooked talons. The creature made a sharp sound and I jerked my gaze up to meet its crimson one. Its face was nothing but a large hooked beak and those red eyes that seemed to peer into my soul. I shivered.

"What are you?" I asked, the tazer still pointed at its chest.

The creature tilted its head, studying me. "Curious now, not just afraid? That's interesting." It shifted its weight, and I noticed it favored its left side.

"I asked you a question," I said.

“Well, aren’t you a brave little thing?” Its wings rustled, the sound like papers shuffling in the darkness. I remembered how quickly it had moved last night, how it had lunged at me. But now it seemed content to stay where it was, watching me with those unblinking eyes.

"Fine,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “If you don’t want to answer that, then tell me what you want. What are you doing here?"

The creature took a step forward, and I immediately raised the tazer higher. It paused, those red eyes flickering to the weapon in my hand.

"The same as you, I think," it said, voice low and smooth.

"This building is private property," I said automatically, falling back on my security training. My finger tightened on the tazer trigger.

"Is it yours?" the creature asked.

"No, but—"

"Then we are both trespassers," it interrupted.

I frowned, thrown off by its logic. "I'm paid to be here. My company has a contract with the city."

The creature took another step closer. I jerked the tazer up. "I said stay back!"

It stopped, but I could sense its attention on me intensifying, like a physical weight. "You smell different tonight. Less afraid."

"I'm not afraid of you," I lied. My back pressed against the desk. The creature had moved closer without me realizing it, boxing me in.

"Your heart says otherwise," it replied. Its head dipped lower, those red eyes level with mine now. "I can hear it racing."

I swallowed hard. The tazer between us suddenly seemed inadequate.

"If you're going to kill me," I said, surprised by the steadiness in my voice, "just get it over with."

The creature’s beak opened and what sounded like a rasping cough came out. Its shoulders shook, and I suddenly realized it was laughing at me. I scowled and tightened my grip on the tazer.

“What’s so funny?” I demanded.

The laughter abruptly cut off. "If I wanted to kill you, I would have done it last night."

I shook my head. “No. You tried to attack me and I tazed you. I stopped you.”

“Did you?” the creature purred. “Did you stop me?”

The weight of its words hung heavy in the air as it leaned in closer. Its scent wrapped around me, earthy with a bite of iron. The creature tilted its head, those unnerving red eyes boring into mine.

"Or did I simply choose to let you think so?" Its hands settled on the desk on either side of me.

I inhaled sharply, leaning away as much as I could. “Why would you do that?”

The creature did not answer immediately. Its gaze dropped from mine to move over my body. "Most humans would not return,” it mused. “Yet here you are."

"I need this job," I said, the truth slipping out before I could stop it.

"Ah." One taloned hand lifted from the desk, moving toward my face. I flinched back, raising the tazer higher.

"Don't," I warned.

“Or what?” the monster whispered.


Chapter Four

I should have pulled the trigger. Should have tried to shove it away. Instead, I remained frozen as its talons gently brushed my hair away from my face. The touch sent a shock through me that had nothing to do with fear. Those long fingers slowly stroked down to my throat before they closed around it.

The grip around my neck was firm, unbreakable. The creature's eyes bored into mine, their intensity making me light-headed. I could feel my pulse pounding against the monster’s hand, but I forced myself to meet its gaze.

"I will use this," I said, the tazer trembling in my hand.

"Of course you will," the creature said, sounding indulgent.

The pressure on my throat was not painful, but it was impossible to ignore. My free hand moved up, wrapping around its wrist but I did not try to pull it away.

"What do you want?" I asked again, my voice barely above a whisper.

The creature leaned closer, its beak inches from my face. I could smell its breath, warm and coppery. "To understand," it said. "Why you came back."

"I told you," I managed, suddenly aware of how close we were, of the heat radiating from its body. "I need this job."

Its head tilted, those red eyes studying me with unnerving intensity. "No," it said simply. "There's more."

The grip on my throat loosened slightly as its thumb traced along my jawline. My skin tingled where it touched. I should have been disgusted. Terrified. Instead, I felt a traitorous warmth spreading through me. I shivered.

"You're curious," the creature continued, its voice dropping lower.

Its beak opened and a long, pink tongue slithered out toward me. I caught a glimpse of the barbed tip before it struck. I gasped, instinctively pulling the trigger of the tazer as the sharp tongue pricked my throat.

The monster grunted, but it did not let go. Its tongue pulled back and heat began to spread outward from the wound.

“Wh-what…?” My knees wobbled and I had to grab the desk with both hands to stay on my feet.

"Shh," the creature said, its grip on my throat loosening as it gripped the back of my neck instead. "It won't kill you."

The tazer slipped from my numb fingers. My head felt too heavy for my neck, my thoughts slow and syrupy. Whatever had been on that barb was working through my system with alarming speed.

"What did you do to me?" I slurred, my tongue thick in my mouth. I tried to pull away, but my limbs would not cooperate.

"A simple toxin," the creature said, its voice sounding distant though its face was inches from mine. "Temporary paralysis."

The creature lifted me easily, setting me on the edge of the desk. Its clawed hands gripped my shoulders, easing me back as my head lolled.

“Perhaps, I too am curious,” it said.

I felt a tug as the monster untucked my uniform shirt. Hot breath fanned over my belly before something sharp dipped under my waistband and pulled. My belt held. I could do nothing but stare up at the ceiling, while the creature leisurely unfastened my belt and dropped it to the side.

Even as my brain screamed, my heart beat slow and steady. The monster gripped my waistband and jerked my pants down over my hips, nearly sliding me off the desk. I made a weak sound of protest.

“Shh,” the creature shushed me. “Nearly finished.”

And then what, I wondered. As the cool air of the room hit my exposed skin, a shiver ran up my spine. My brain screamed at me to fight, to get away, but my body refused to listen. I could only lay there, helplessly as the monster finished stripping my lower half and loomed over me.

“This, too, I think,” it mused.

The creature pushed my shirt up until it bunched under my splayed arms. A single talon tipped one of my bra cups until my breast spilled out. The cool air immediately made my nipple tighten. The tip of a wickedly sharp talon circled the hard flesh before flicking it. I hissed at the spark of pleasure.

“Stop,” I managed to whisper.

Between one heartbeat and the next, the monster’s face was inches from mine. Its eyes seemed to glow brighter.

“Again,” it purred.

I frowned. “W-what?”

The creature vanished from sight and something slick and burning hot laved over my exposed nipple. My pussy clenched. If I had any control of my body, I would have arched into it.

“No,” I gasped. “Don’t.”

The monster grunted like it had been struck and it began to lap at my nipple in earnest. It released my other breast and cupped them in huge, dangerous hands. Talons lightly scratched my skin, but I was too focused on the pleasure to care. The tongue wrapped around one nipple before the other was caught between two talons. I moaned at the light tug.

“Does it hurt?” the monster growled.

I blinked in confusion. Hurt? The creature grabbed my ribs and lifted me from the desk, bringing me closer to its thrashing tongue. The tip of its hooked beak bumped under my chin.

“Tell me how much,” the creature demanded.

It took me a moment to catch on but when I did, my eyes widened. Did it want me to…? A long lick up the side of my throat made me shudder.

“S-so much,” I stuttered.

A feral growl rumbled in my ear. “I’m going to rip you apart.”

The monster lowered me to the desktop and long fingers circled my wrists, drawing my arms up over my head. It skimmed its talons down my arms to lightly cup my breasts.

“I could crush you so easily,” it mused. Hot breath puffed over my swollen nipples. “Break open your ribcage and eat your heart.”

My heart stuttered. “Please!”

The creature nuzzled the underside of my breast. “You smell delicious.”

The hooked beak dragged down my belly and I lost sight of the monster. I could only feel as its long fingers slipped between my thighs and eased them apart. A low growl rumbled from its chest as its talons teased my wet folds, lightly tapping my clit. I moaned, starting to pant.

“Please!” I breathed. “It…hurts.”

The monster groaned. It began to lick my inner thighs, moving closer and closer to where I wanted it. And I realized I did want it. It was terrible, but I had never been so turned on.

“S-stop!” I gasped at the first long lick between my folds.

The monster’s tongue was hot, slick, and writhing. It slid over my throbbing clit and my fingers twitched, curling into fists.

“You’re so wet,” the monster purred. It lapped at me like it was starving, noisily swallowing the evidence of my shameful arousal.

“No,” I said weakly.

Its talons gently spread my folds and my pussy clenched at the kiss of cool air. “So small. How much do you think you will bleed when I fuck you?”

I squeezed my eyes closed and shivered. Terror and arousal swirled in my mind as my inner muscles fluttered. The creature stood up to loom over me. I watched from beneath lowered eyelashes as one of his hands slid down its feathered body.

A slit pulled open at the base of its abdomen and what looked like a giant tongue spilled out. Easily as wide as my hand and a couple inches thick, it hung down out of sight. My breath caught in my chest. Was that its…?

As if in answer to my question, the monster lifted it and let the tip curl toward me. As I stared equally horrified and intrigued, it folded in half and flattened out again before it wiggled closer.

“Wait!” I gasped.

The creature’s gaze met mine searchingly. “Are you scared?”

I paused. I had the strangest feeling the monster was giving me an out. If I wanted to take it.

I licked my lips. “I’m terrified.”

The monster gripped my thighs to pull me closer. “Beg,” it demanded.

“Please don’t hurt me,” I panted. “Please!”

The tip of the monster’s cock squirmed over my wet folds before finding my entrance. It licked around the edge before it began to push inside. I choked on a cry. It burned, stretching me in ways I never thought possible. But buried deep within the ache was an unspeakable pleasure.

Its cock slid deeper, relentless. I could feel it contorting inside me, curling and rolling. I could not hold back my helpless cries. By the time the monster paused, I was stuffed full. Pushed to the edge of what my body could take.

The creature loomed, its red eyes moving over me hungrily. “Are you going to cry?” It shifted and the cock inside me curled. “Let me see those lovely tears.”

“N-no,” I moaned, gasping at the shock of pleasure. “Get away from me!”

The monster started to pull back and I whined. It rasped its inhuman laugh and snapped its hips forward. Pleasure and that too-full feeling made me squeeze my eyes closed. The creature began to move faster, its strange cock sliding against my inner walls. I choked when it found my cervix and rubbed over the sensitive flesh teasingly.

It felt strange, somehow even more intimate. The room spun around me as the monster alternated quick brutal thrusts with languid strokes of my inner walls. My clit tingled every time the silky feathers tickled over it.

The teasing touches made me want to scream. I gasped for breath, toes curling as the pleasure rose. I was close, so close. The cock flattened out, spreading me wide enough that I sobbed, torn between pleasure and stretched pain. The monster crooned at the broken sound.

“That’s it,” the creature urged. “Cry for me.”

It was too much. I was soaked between my thighs, our combined arousal slicking the desk under me. Every movement of the monster’s cock filled the room with sloppy wet noises. An overwhelmed wail ripped from my throat.

Once I started, I could not stop. I sobbed openly, unable to move into or away from the pleasure. Forced to take what I was given. The monster leaned over me to lick the tears trailing down the sides of my face.

“Delicious,” it purred.

I cried harder. “Please!”

“Please, what?” the monster asked, bumping its beak under my chin.

I willingly bared my throat. “H-hurt me!”

“Gladly,” it hissed.

A roughly scaled finger stroked down my belly toward where I needed it most. At the first brush against my clit, I shattered. The suddenness ripped a scream from me. My pussy clamped down hard, squeezing until my muscles ached. The hand on my thigh tensed and the monster let out a terrifying screech.

Heat flooded into me. The creature’s cock thrashed, making me moan brokenly as another ripple of pleasure went through me. I was still clenching when the monster moved back. Come rushed out onto the desktop, more gushing out onto my thighs and belly.

As my orgasm slowly faded, I lay there panting. I stared up at the ceiling until the creature leaned over me. I felt talons lightly trail over my slick inner thigh.

“No blood,” it said. “What a pity.”

I blinked, too exhausted to reply.

The monster cocked its head, gaze moving over my splayed, helpless body. “Maybe, next time.”


Chapter Five

I woke with a gasp, my cheek pressed against the rough carpet. For a moment, I could not remember where I was or how I had gotten there. My head throbbed, and my mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton. Slowly, the room came into focus—the security station on the first floor. I had somehow made it back downstairs.

I pushed myself up on shaking arms, wincing as my muscles protested. The battery-powered lantern still glowed dimly on the desk, its light revealing the room's familiar outlines. Daylight shone through the gap under the door. Daylight? I fumbled for my watch. 4:17 PM.

"No," I whispered, my voice rough. I had slept through the morning. My entire shift. I had not completed my rounds, had not filled out the incident report for Keith. And worse—much worse—the memories of last night came flooding back.

The creature. Its talons on my throat. That barbed tongue and the toxin that had rendered me helpless. And then...

I pressed my hands against my eyes, but I could not block out the memories. The way it had touched me after the toxin took effect. The things it had done while I lay there, unable to move but feeling everything. The pleasure that had coursed through me, made all the more intense by my inability to respond. To resist.

I scrambled for my phone, finding it in my pocket. Eight missed calls from Keith. Three text messages, the last one reading: "Renee, Marcus still out. Need you tonight. Call ASAP to confirm."

My body felt strange—sore in unfamiliar places, yet somehow lighter. I could still feel the ghost of talons on my skin. I should be horrified. Should be quitting this job, reporting to the police, to animal control, to someone. Anyone.

Instead, I found myself remembering the way it had whispered in my ear as its claws traced patterns on my skin. The way my body had responded even as my mind screamed in confusion. The complete surrender as it took what it wanted, and I discovered I wanted it too.

I reached to grip the edge of the desk, pulling myself up. My legs shook, but I stayed on my feet. I was going to leave. Had to leave. Had to get as far away from this building and that creature as possible.

But even as I thought it, my fingers were already moving to text Keith back: "Sorry. Phone died. Will be there tonight."

My bag sat where I had left it, and I fumbled with the zipper. At the sight of the spare batteries, I shook my head. I had been so confident before work and look where that got me. I dug around and found my water bottle. I gulped down the tepid water, gasping by the time I drained the bottle. I tossed it back in my bag and looked down at myself.

My uniform was disheveled, but luckily not damaged. My cotton shirt was unbuttoned, wrinkled, and hanging open. My pants were unzipped and riding low around my hips. My bra and panties appeared to be missing. I ran a shaking hand over my hair.

I could not leave the building looking like this. I limped across the office and opened the door. Bright sunlight filled the lobby and spilled down the hallway. I paused to look toward the front windows.

The parking lot was empty aside from my car. Thankfully. There was no way to explain the situation and come out sounding sane. I turned away from the lobby to go to the bathroom. They may have shut off the electricity, but the water still worked.

I dragged a chair from the office next door to prop the bathroom door open. After using the facilities, I stared in the mirror as I washed my hands. Even in the dim light, I looked rough. My hair was a nest of tangled curls hanging around my shoulders and I had dark circles under my eyes.

I braced my hands on the sink and hung my head. What was I going to do? I splashed cold water on my face, trying to clear my head. My fingers shook as I buttoned my shirt and fixed my pants. I had to get out of here. I glanced at my watch again: 4:32 PM.

I made my way back to the security office, gathered my belongings, and did a final check to make sure I had not left anything incriminating behind. The incident report form still sat blank in the desk drawer. It would have to wait until tonight.

The walk to my car felt endless. Each step sent dull aches through muscles I did not know I had. The afternoon sun was too bright, making my headache worse. I fumbled with my keys, dropped them, cursed, and finally managed to unlock the door.

Once inside, I sat for a moment, hands gripping the steering wheel. The familiar interior of my car should have been comforting, but it felt wrong somehow—too normal after what had happened. I started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot, not daring to look back at the building.

The drive home passed in a blur. My mind kept slipping back to fragments of the night before—talons against my skin, that strange barbed tongue, the weight of the creature pinning me down. Each memory sent conflicting waves of fear and heat through me. At one point, a particularly vivid flashback hit so hard I had to grip the steering wheel tighter, my breath catching in my throat.

I parked in front of my house on autopilot, barely registering the familiar surroundings. Inside, I headed straight for the bathroom cabinet, shaking two painkillers into my palm and swallowing them dry. I avoided my reflection in the bathroom mirror.

I peeled off my uniform, dropping the pieces into the hamper before stepping into the shower. The bright bathroom light revealed the marks. Light scratches across my breasts, bruises on my thighs, and my entire lower body was covered in a sheen of dried come. It was a pale gray that caught the light like an oil slick.

I turned on the water hotter than I usually liked it and scrubbed. As I ran the net sponge over my body, watching the mess slough off and swirl down the drain, the memories began flooding back.

The creature's voice in my ear, impossibly deep. Those red eyes watching me as I tried and failed to move. The mounting terror as I realized I was completely at its mercy. And then the shock when, instead of pain, I felt pleasure.

I turned off the water and stood dripping, trying to force the images away. It had not just been my body responding while my mind screamed in protest. There had been a moment, several moments, when I had wanted what was happening. When I had stopped fighting the paralysis and surrendered to the sensations.

"Stop," I whispered, pressing my forehead against the cool tile. "Just stop thinking about it."

My stomach growled. I wrapped myself in a towel and headed to the kitchen. I grabbed bread and peanut butter, making a sandwich with mechanical movements while the coffee maker gurgled to life beside me. I leaned against the counter and ate standing up, eyes unfocused, mind drifting.

The sandwich disappeared without me tasting it. I poured coffee into my largest mug and added sugar, stirring it absently. The clock on the microwave read 5:43 PM. A little over an hour before I needed to leave for work.

Work. The thought sent a tremor through me, spilling coffee onto my hand. I hissed at the burn and set the mug down. Was I seriously going back?

I should call in sick. I should quit. I should do anything except willingly walk back into that building. But even as the thoughts raced through my mind, I knew I would go. And not just for the paycheck.

The creature was right about one thing. I was bored. I had been going through the motions for years, existing but not living. But I had felt alive last night. So very alive.

I moved into the bedroom to dress, pulling out a clean uniform from the closet. I found myself staring at it for a long moment before mechanically putting it on. I picked up the tazer from my dresser, weighing it in my hand. It had been useless against the creature. I set it back down, deciding to leave it behind.

At 6:45 PM, I grabbed my bag and keys. The drive to Harborview Tower felt different this time. The sunset painted the Baltimore skyline in shades of orange and purple, the abandoned building's silhouette stark against the darkening sky. I pulled into the empty parking lot and cut the engine.

For several minutes, I just sat there, staring at the building. My hands were not shaking anymore. My breathing was steady. I stepped out of the car and walked toward the entrance. I unlocked the front door and locked it behind me.

I held my breath to listen. Aside from the usual settling, the building was silent. I released my breath in a whoosh, laughing quietly at myself. I crossed the lobby and opened the door to the security office. I left the door open, using the last of the weak sunlight to reach the desk and flip on the lantern.

The room looked exactly as I had left it. I dropped my bag and checked my watch: 7:03 PM. My shift had officially begun.

I picked up my flashlight and tested the beam. I needed to start my rounds. That was the job I was being paid to do. I pulled out my logbook and wrote the date and time, noting the start of my shift.

But as I closed the logbook, my hand hesitated over the desk drawer. Inside was the blank incident report Keith wanted me to fill out. An explanation of the broken window. What was I supposed to write? Just tell the city it was a bird monster, Keith.

I snorted. Forget being fired. They would have me committed. I stepped back from the desk. I would need to come up with something that sounded both plausible and sane. I left the office to start my first security sweep of the night.


Chapter Six

I pulled open the stairwell door, the familiar squeak echoing up the concrete shaft. My flashlight beam cut through the darkness, illuminating the first few steps. I took a deep breath and stepped inside, letting the door swing shut behind me.

I froze. Something was perched on the landing railing halfway up the first flight of stairs. My flashlight beam caught the gleam of red eyes. The monster was balanced on the thin metal rail, its taloned feet gripping the bar, wings partially folded behind its back. It slowly cocked its head to the side, and the movement was so predatory it sent a chill down my spine.

"I wondered if you would return," it said, its deep voice echoing in the enclosed space.

I took an involuntary step backward, my back pressing against the door. My hand fumbled for the push bar, but I did not open it. I could not tear my eyes away from the creature.

"I've thought of you all day," it continued, shifting its weight on the railing. The metal creaked. “Your whimpers are so very lovely.”

I inhaled shakily. “You took advantage,” I whispered.

“You wanted it.” There was no doubt in the creature’s tone. “You want it still.”

I shook my head, my mouth opening and closing soundlessly.

“Let’s play a game, you and I?” the monster said. Its wings rustled.

“No,” I whispered.

The creature continued as if I had not spoken. “I enjoyed you pliable. Weak and trembling beneath me. But I have a taste for something different tonight.”

“No,” I said louder.

“I want to feel you struggle,” the monster purred. “I want to see you cry again.”

I choked on a gasp. Terror ran through my veins like ice water, but there was a humiliating twist of something hot in my belly.

“Would you like that?” it asked indulgently. “Do you want to scream for me?”

I shook my head, leaning harder on the door. Behind me, the push bar began to compress.

“Are you going to run from me?” the creature asked. It hunched forward, wings slowly spreading. “Please do.”

I threw myself backward just as the monster launched itself toward me. The door flew open and I half fell into the hallway. I sprinted away as fast as I could, not daring to look back over my shoulder.

I had no plan, no destination beyond away. I ran past empty offices, my footsteps muffled by the carpet. Behind me, I heard the stairwell door slam open. In the back of my mind, I knew I was playing right into the creature’s hands. Running like prey. But I could not stop.

I skidded around the corner, slipping and falling before scrambling up to run again. My heart pounded frantically in my chest. Where could I go? Back to the security office? No, I would be trapped there. I needed to find somewhere to hide.

I spotted an open door on my right. Without hesitation, I ducked inside, closing it silently behind me. I killed my flashlight and pressed my back against the wall beside the door. After a moment, I heard the rustle of feathers.

I clamped my trembling hands over my mouth. The footsteps outside slowed, then stopped. I held my breath, straining to hear. Silence. The darkness in the room pressed against me, thick and suffocating.

Seconds stretched into minutes. My breathing gradually slowed. Maybe I'd lost it. I reached for the doorknob and twisted. The door exploded inward, ripping out of my hand. It slammed into the wall with a deafening bang, and a familiar shape filled the doorway.

"Found you," it said, its voice almost playful.

I stumbled backward, fumbling to turn on my flashlight. The beam caught the creature's gleaming feathers as it ducked to enter the room. I kept backing up until I hit a wall. The monster stalked toward me, its crimson eyes locked on mine.

“You’re faster than I anticipated,” it said, sounding pleased.

“Stay away from me!” I warned, taking a swing with the flashlight.

It moved closer, its movements fluid and predatory. "But we’ve just begun," it said, reaching for me.

I tried to dodge sideways, but its arm shot out, talons catching the fabric of my uniform shirt. I heard the material tear as I yanked away, running for the door. The creature let me pass, its laughter following me down the hallway.

I ran blindly, my torn shirt flapping loose around me. Behind me, I could hear the creature's unhurried footsteps. I spotted the stairwell sign at the end of the hall and pushed myself harder.

I jerked open the door and stumbled into the stairwell, the metal door clanging shut behind me. I took the steps two at a time, my breath coming in ragged gasps. Second floor. Third. Fourth. My legs burned with the effort, but fear kept me moving. I burst out onto the fourth floor.

The corridor was dark and silent. I leaned against the wall, panting, trying to catch my breath. I shone my flashlight both ways. The floor was mostly one large office space with private offices along the perimeter.

I hesitated, listening for any noise in the stairwell. The building was eerily quiet. I carefully moved along the wall, casting my light across the large space, watching for any sign of movement. I passed a supply closet and paused. Perfect.

I slipped inside, easing the door shut behind me. The space was tight, filled with shelves of office supplies abandoned when the building was vacated. I wedged myself between two metal shelving units and killed my flashlight, plunging myself into complete darkness. I felt for the torn pieces of my shirt, hoping it was salvageable. The material was ripped from collar to waist, leaving my entire back exposed.

As I crossed my arms over my chest, I realized my nipples were rock-hard. I licked my lips. Just a fear response, I told myself. It did not mean anything.

Minutes passed in suffocating silence. My breathing slowed, and my muscles beginning to relax. Maybe I'd lost it after all. I shifted my weight, my legs cramping from the awkward position.

A soft scraping sound came from right outside the closet door. I froze, holding my breath. The doorknob turned slowly, metal grinding against metal in the silence. I pressed myself harder against the shelves as if I could somehow melt into them.

The door swung open, and red eyes glowed in the darkness.

"Did you think I couldn't smell you?" the creature asked, its voice low and amused. "Your fear. Your sweat." It paused, inhaling deeply. "Your arousal."

"That's not—I'm not—" I stammered, pressing back against the shelves. Something sharp dug into my back, but I barely noticed.

The creature filled the doorway, blocking any chance of escape. Its taloned hand reached for me, catching what remained of my uniform shirt. With one swift motion, it tore the fabric completely away, leaving me in just my bra from the waist up.

I gasped. I tried to cross my arms over my chest, but the creature caught my wrists, pinning them to my sides.

"Much better," it purred, those red eyes moving over me.

I avoided its gaze, my stomach a knot of dread and humiliated arousal. The air in the supply closet felt thick and suffocating as the creature's body heat surrounded me. I could feel its gaze burning into my exposed skin. I tried to struggle, but its grip was like iron. It leaned closer, its beak inches from my face.

"Your tight little hole is dripping," it whispered.

I shook my head, still struggling against its grip.

The creature tilted its head, studying me. Without warning, it released my wrists and stepped back, leaving the doorway clear. "Go."

I stood frozen, confused by the sudden freedom. It was a trick. It had to be. Still, I could not resist the instinct to flee. I darted past it into the open office space, hearing a low chuckle behind me.

I sprinted toward the stairwell door, the light from my flashlight bouncing wildly across the floor. I could hear it behind me, not rushing, but following at a steady pace. It was toying with me, I realized. Like a cat with a mouse. Maybe, in the end, I was going to meet the same fate.


Chapter Seven

I took the stairs recklessly fast, barely keeping my balance as I descended. One floor. Two. All the way down to the ground floor. I burst out of the stairwell, just as something landed heavily behind me.

I ran. I made it halfway down the hallway before wings surrounded me. I thrashed, slapping at the large hands jerking at my pants. I could not see anything inside the hot darkness of the monster's wings. No matter how much I fought, I found my layers ripped away.

Pants, bra, panties. All of it was brushed aside like a minor inconvenience by the creature. A huge hand shoved between my thighs to cup my pussy.

“Look at you,” the monster said. “Absolutely soaked.” Its beak bumped my temple. “How depraved.”

I squirmed. Shame and arousal warred within me as a thick, scaled finger slipped between my folds. I panted, still half-heartedly shoving at the monster’s arm.

“Are you going to ask for it?” the creature purred.

I shook my head.

“I can smell how much you want it,” the monster continued. “Do you remember the way your hole stretched for me? I thought you would tear.”

I squeezed my eyes closed, cursing the way my hips jerked. “Stop it,” I gasped.

“Do you want me to make you cry?” A talon gently stroked my cheek. “Your tears are so lovely.”

As much as the monster’s words terrified me, I could not stop the way my clit throbbed. I jerked my hips again and cried out at the almost too much feeling of scales on the tender flesh.

“Beg me not to hurt you,” the monster growled. “Plead.”

I threw my head back against his chest, turning my face into the silky feathers. His finger moved faster, massaging my throbbing clit. My breathing hitched.

“Please!” I gasped.

“Please, what?” he hissed.

“Stop!” I moaned. “Please stop!”

“Tell me how bad it hurts!” he demanded.

The pleasure was rising, so strong I could barely breathe. My hips jerked wildly as I chased my orgasm.

“It’s agony!” I wailed.

“Good.”

I came violently, writhing in his grip as my pussy clenched over and over. I felt the smooth slide of feathers along my back, and then the wide head of the monster’s cock was at my entrance. I screamed as he pulled me down onto the thick shaft, my inner muscles still fluttering from my orgasm.

“No!” I gasped.

The creature rewarded me with a roll of its hips. The strange tongue-like shaft curled inside me as if it were licking my G-spot. My thighs tensed. Before I could squirm away from the intense pleasure, the monster gripped my knees. Spreading my legs wider.

“Are you in pain?” the creature purred. “Do you ache?”

I nodded frantically. More. I needed more.

The monster’s wings moved and I forced my eyes open. Every downstroke of the massive wings brought us together, burying the creature’s cock inside me. An odd over-full pleasure started to build as the shaft massaged harder into that sensitive spot. It was intense enough I was not sure if I wanted to find out where it led.

As the feeling grew, I dug my nails into the monster’s arms. It laughed. I squeezed my eyes closed as my eyes started to burn. Finally, I could not hold back. I inhaled shakily and my breath left me as a sob. The creature’s grip tightened on me.

“Yes,” it crooned. “Cry for me.”

I sobbed harder, growing louder as the pleasure finally peaked. I came with a scream. My pussy gushed a moment before the monster growled out its own climax, its grip on my legs tightening almost painfully. My inner muscles rippled at the added fullness.

For a long moment, I hung limp in the creature’s arms. Then my brain caught up. What kind of twisted dirty talk was that? And I had gone along with it. I…liked it.

My eyes widened. Had I said I was in agony? I heard an amused huff in my ear.

“You think too much,” the monster said.

It shifted, crouching to put my feet on the floor before it slowly pulled out. I gasped as my inner muscles struggled to hold it inside. The thick cock finally slid free and come flooded onto the floor. My knees wobbled.

The monster caught me, holding me as I trembled. It did not say anything and I was thankful. I was not sure what to feel. I felt shocky with the emotions warring inside me. Lingering pleasure and the instinctual terror of the unknown.

I had given in to my darkest desires, begging and moaning for more in the arms of a monster. I should feel shame and disgust at my behavior, but I felt…good. Alive. Free in a way I had never been before.

Too bad it was over. Marcus would be back for the next shift. It was a sobering thought.

“You need to be gone by tomorrow night,” I muttered.

“Do I?” The words were teasing, but the tone was icy.

“The other guard will be back tomorrow,” I said. I felt the tension leave the creature’s body.

“I see,” it said. It loosened its grip on me, letting me stand on my shaky legs.

I leaned against the wall and glanced around. My flashlight lay several feet away pointed toward the wall. It created just enough ambient light for me to see the wet spot we left on the floor. My cheeks heated and I looked away before the creature could notice my reaction.

I looked down at myself. I was mostly naked, my tattered uniform spread over several floors. My bra and panties were in a pile against the wall, but they looked mostly intact. I shuffled over to grab them. I could feel the creature’s eyes on me as I put them back on.

"What happens tomorrow?" I asked, not sure what answer I was hoping for.

The creature watched me with those unblinking red eyes, its massive form silhouetted against the darkness. It was silent for so long that I wondered if it would answer at all.

"Tomorrow," it finally said, "I will be gone."

Something twisted in my chest at its words. Relief? Disappointment? I could not tell anymore. I smoothed my hands over my underwear, suddenly aware of how ridiculous I must look—standing in the middle of an abandoned building lobby in nothing but my bra and panties, having a conversation with a monster.

"Where will you go?" I asked, surprising myself with the question.

The creature cocked his head. "Does it matter?"

“I guess not,” I muttered.

The creature moved closer, its massive form blocking what little light there was. It reached out, one talon tracing the curve of my jaw with surprising gentleness. I swallowed hard. The thought of never seeing the monster again should not have bothered me.

"I need to find something to wear," I said, breaking the strange tension between us. "I can't exactly walk to my car like this."

I glanced toward the hallway that led to the security office. The creature's red eyes flickered with an unreadable emotion before it stepped aside, allowing me to pass. I had an old pair of gym clothes crammed in the bottom of my bag I had been meaning to unpack. It was not ideal, but it was better than nothing.

I made my way to the office, uncomfortably aware of the creature following closely behind me. The security office was just as I had left it hours ago, the camp lantern still casting its harsh glow across the desk. I grabbed my bag and dumped the contents onto the desk. I shook out a faded t-shirt and a pair of loose cotton shorts.

I pulled them on quickly, avoiding the creature's gaze. The silence between us felt heavy. I gathered the rest of my belongings, stuffing them back into my bag.

"So," I said finally, "I guess this is goodbye."

The creature stood motionless in the doorway. "Yes," it said simply.

I nodded, throat suddenly tight. I shouldered my bag and turned to face the door. After a long moment, the monster stepped aside. I swept past without making eye contact.

In the lobby, I hesitated at the front door. I should say something. Goodbye, at least. I unlocked the door, the sound of the deadbolt loud in the empty building.

"Goodbye," I said softly, not turning around. I did not want to see if it had followed me.

No answer came. Just silence.

I stepped outside, locking the door behind me. The cool night air raised goosebumps on my bare legs as I hurried to my car. The drive home passed in a blur. The eastern sky was just beginning to lighten as I pulled into my parking spot, the first hint of dawn creeping over the horizon.

My house was dark. I unlocked the door and stepped inside, feeling the weight of solitude settle around me. This was reality. My small row house with its outdated wallpaper and creaking floors. Bills on the counter. A job I needed to keep. Life would go on, just as it had before.

I moved through the kitchen without turning on the lights. I filled a glass with water and drank it all, staring absently out the kitchen window into my tiny backyard.

A movement caught my eye. Something shifted in the shadows beneath the old oak tree. I froze, my heart suddenly pounding. Two red eyes gleamed in the darkness, watching me. For what felt like forever, I stood frozen by the sink, staring back. Then, I reached over and unlocked the door.

Thank you for Reading! If you have a moment, I would love a review. :)

If you would like to purchase the entire Spring Fever collection it is available here. The five stories of the Winter collection (The Dark Season) are available for purchase here.
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